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Since the Conquest, competition for control of natural resources between the conquerors and the conquered has largely shaped the fate of millions of indigenous people and thousands of indigenous communities across the Americas. As Latin American nations achieved independence from the Spanish Empire, they began to formulate policies that would allow national governments and their allies to prosper from wealth taken from indigenous peoples.
Control of resources has bought the allegiance of a majority of the nonnative populations of Latin American nations and given nation-states the power to repress those who disagree with or are disadvantaged by national development plans. Latin American nation-states have dealt with indigenous peoples in a variety of ways. While the Guatemalan state, for example, has formulated various attempts to exterminate indigenous communities over the decades, Panama has mostly attempted to encapsulate and assimilate them. Different governing regimes have taken different approaches to putting these dominant strategies to work. Since the days of the Torrijos regime, indigenous communities and organizations have been more directly engaged in negotiating their control over resource management with the state. The current president of Panama, Mireya Moscoso, seems to be a master at speaking the language of indigenous rights and sustainable development while not doing much to empower indigenous peoples or protect Panama's ecosystems against devastating overexploitation. Nonetheless, it seems fair to note that under the Moscoso regime, indigenous communities do not seem as disadvantaged as they might be if a president less interested in rendering lip-service to indigenous rights were at the helm. 
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND DEVELOPMENT IN PANAMA
In the sociopolitical systems in which they are now encapsulated, indigenous communities rarely have opportunities to participate in negotiating the terms of development on lands they have occupied for generations. Ecological conservation and development programs that might help rural communities meet their own changing needs have not been lasting priorities of national development in Panama. Instead, for the governing elite development means cooperation with foreign governments and transnational business interests that support the Panamanian state in exchange for government cooperation with international development schemes. Development driven by the world capitalist system has failed to address the needs of Panama's poor majority. A distribution of land, technical services, and capital that equates development with commodities extraction benefits multinational corporations and a small
Panamanian elite class and has pushed subsistence farmers onto increasingly smaller and lower-3 quality plots of land in rural Panama. In combination with population growth, this kind of socioeconomic asymmetry, established and maintained through politics since colonial times, has created the ecological problem of land degradation.
Given these circumstances, the pursuit of traditional 2 social and economic activities has become decreasingly viable, and indigenous cultural survival is threatened. Maintaining or constructing ecologically sustainable resource management regimes has been difficult or impossible for indigenous societies. As populations grow and their land bases shrink, fallow cycles are shortened despite traditions and best ecological judgments, timber and other natural resources are harvested unsustainably, and outsiders promise benefits in exchange for access to lands and resource bases that are then degraded or destroyed. Promised benefits also, in many cases, fail to materialize. , 1996) . Debt has been assiduously avoided (Howe, 1998) . After the 1925 Tule Revolution, Kuna leaders formalized a system of regional governance and drew up terms by which their comarca would be administered (Howe, 1986) . A unified political system was established, directed by a Kuna General Congress that meets three times a year. Panamanian legislation passed in 1953 confirmed this system (Howe, 1998) .
DEVELOPMENT AND INDIGENOUS POLICIES IN PANAMA
While the state maintains its right to exploit all their natural resources, the Kunas believe that a "divine land-grant" to their territory invalidates all other claims (Howe, 1986 In addition to organizational capacity and strategic competence, Aggression is still a useful tool in the Kunas' political arsenal. The Kunas have established a strong reputation for exerting sovereign control over all development within Kuna Yala. They regularly reiterate that all development in Kuna Yala must be approved by the Kuna General
Congress and assert that mining exploration by outsiders within the comarca will not be permitted, regardless of whether the state claims ownership of subsurface minerals or whether mining interests have secured permission from the state (Atencio López, interview, September 4, 1998).
In addition to gearing up to confront the government about indigenous rights and mining, the Kunas have threatened would-be miners themselves. In 1996, for example, the Kuna General
Congress issued an order for the detention of the president of a mining company that held exploratory mining concessions in Kuna Yala (El Panamá América, 1996).
Despite their having effectively rebuffed most outsiders' attempts to control their lands and resources, the Kunas' cultural identity and the survival of traditional belief systems are at risk.
Their contemporary means of amassing and exerting power appear to be less effective than traditional ones at sustaining these aspects of Kuna culture. While the comarcal leadership struggles to develop more effective institutions and to respond to threats posed by development, most Ngöbe communities are on their own as they face poverty and localized exploitation. Grassroots development organizations are attempting to address problems on a local level. These organizations cooperate with each other and with churches, schools, and NGOs as they promote sustainable agriculture, the marketing of produce and traditional handicrafts, the promotion of women's rights, access to health care, the improvement of irrigation systems, coffee and cocoa production, livestock breeding, community fish ponds, and general economic security at the community level. Grassroots organizations employ traditional knowledge as well as outside ideas and imported technologies. While they appear to be most effective at helping communities address specific needs and at allowing local activists and leaders to develop experience in administering development, they are not formal political organizations that organize entire communities, nor do they typically focus on societywide problems (Miguel Angel Vásquez, interview, August 26, 1998).
The communal action plans that have reportedly emerged from interviews conducted by Proyecto Agroforestal Ngöbe (Ngöbe Agroforestry Project) workers with residents of a number of Ngöbe communities discuss a variety of social factors that contribute to low agricultural productivity. They suggest that some Ngöbe people recognize the necessity of protecting indigenous knowledge and resolving socioeconomic problems that contribute to its loss and that Ngöbe communities are today using ethnic distinctions and political boundaries to restrict access to natural resources (see Hérnandez B., 1995). If the consciousness that underlies the communal action plans actually emerges from within Ngöbe communities, it is evidence that some Ngöbe people are becoming more aware of connections between local problems and external economic and political systems and are attempting to solve socioeconomic problems with them in mind.
CONCLUSIONS
The experiences of the Kunas and the Ngöbe suggest that some cultural survival and control over homelands may be secured by resisting external control of lands and resource management but that integration with the dominant Panamanian society and the world capitalist system can undermine cultural survival and ecologically sustainable productive activities. Societies with little associational autonomy are least likely to be successful at these endeavors.
The Ngöbe case illustrates that associational autonomy can be constructed even under adverse conditions. Resistance to threatening forms of economic development has helped the Ngöbe to do this. In addition, grassroots organization has helped some Ngöbe groups and communities to meet their own needs, engage in ecologically sustainable development, and influence regional politics and economics despite the inability to organize societywide in defense of collective interests. Nonetheless, the Ngöbe must still, as a society, develop effective political institutions and overcome divisions if they are to become capable of asserting control over resource management and development. 2. The term "traditional" throughout indicates those things now associated with earlier times, before the competition for resources and indigenous lands that accompanied white or mestizo settlement intensified for any given culture group. Such competition has always existed, but until colonial domination and assimilation with other culture groups became primary pressures, most indigenous cultures dealt with it successfully through long-enduring norms and institutions.
3. Reserves were granted before the concept of comarca came into being. A reserve was a specific geographical area recognized as territory occupied by an indigenous group and under the protection of the executive branch of the government (Francisco A. Herrera, interview, August 21, 1998). The term was derived from the North American concept of the Indian "reservation" (Herrera, 1998). Indigenous self-government within a reserve was tolerated only to the extent that it did not interfere with state sovereignty or violate constitutional provisions (Herrera, 1998).
